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Public Charter School Accountability 



Summary 

A public charter school is a publicly funded elementary or secondary school that 
is operated according to the terms of a charter or contract granted by a public 
chartering agency. Charter schools are granted charters for a fixed number of years, 
and the terms of a school charter typically include provisions granting autonomy in 
the operation of the school in exchange for adherence to specific accountability 
requirements. To retain or renew its charter, a school must adhere to the 
accountability requirements in its charter, while continuing to attract enough students 
to function as a viable school. 

A public charter school may be accountable for a variety of actions or outcomes 
to a number of concerned entities, both internal and external to the school. This 
report focuses on accountability relationships external to the school, such as those 
involving students’ families, communities, and the broader society. Particular 
attention is given to federal accountability requirements. 

Currently, 40 states and the District of Columbia have charter school laws, and 
charter schools operate in all of those states. Charter schools are held accountable 
for results, as outlined in charter agreements and as required by federal and state law, 
chartering agencies, and state educational agencies. Charter schools also are held 
accountable through market mechanisms, such as parental satisfaction, with the result 
that many have waiting lists while others have been forced to close because of 
insufficient enrollment. 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) contains numerous 
accountability provisions, and these apply to public charter schools as well as to 
traditional public schools. The ESEA is expected to be considered for reauthorization 
during the 1 10 th Congress, and existing accountability requirements will likely be 
closely examined as part of the process. With respect to charter schools, 
accountability issues that will likely be examined as part of reauthorization include 
how federal accountability requirements are being applied to charter schools, and 
whether charter schools are any more effective or efficient in educating students than 
traditional public schools. 

This report will be updated as warranted. 
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Public Charter School Accountability 

Introduction 

A public charter school is a publicly funded elementary or secondary school that 
is operated according to the terms of a charter or contract granted by a public 
chartering agency. The terms of a charter typically provide the charter school 
operator with increased autonomy in how to operate the school, often including 
exemption from, or flexibility in the application of, many of the state or local 
regulations otherwise applicable to public schools in exchange for greater 
accountability for results or outcomes. Charters usually are granted for a limited time 
period, typically ranging from less than five years to as many as 1 5 . In order to retain 
or renew its charter, a school must adhere to the accountability requirements written 
into its charter and also must continue to attract enough students to continue 
functioning as a viable school. 

This report examines public charter school accountability, with a focus on the 
federal role. In examining charter school accountability, however, we first consider 
to whom, for what , and how charter schools are held accountable and then examine 
how charter school accountability is being carried out in the states. We then provide 
an overview of the federal role in charter school accountability and describe how 
accountability provisions in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
apply to public charter schools. 



Aspects of Charter School Accountability 

To Whom? 

To whom charter schools are accountable is a complicated question, concerning 
multiple types of accountability and involving relationships between a variety of 
actors. First, accountability may be internal or external to a charter school. 1 Internal 
accountability concerns relationships operating within the school, such as between 
a school governing board and teachers, and might involve the adherence to school 
guidelines and procedures or to a specified curriculum. External accountability 
concerns relationships between the school and outside actors. In regard to external 



1 For further discussion of internal and external accountability, see U.S. Department of 
Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement, A Study of Charter School 
Accountability, by Paul Hill et al., Center on Reinventing Public Education, June 2001 
(hereafter cited as ED, Charter School Accountability), and Sandra Vergari, “The 
Regulatory Styles of Statewide Charter School Authorizers: Arizona, Massachusetts, and 
Michigan,” Educational Administration Quarterly, v. 36, no. 5, Dec. 2000, pp. 730-757, 
where bureaucratic and market accountability are described. 
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accountability, charter schools are accountable both to the broader society, through 
relationships between the school operator, the governing board, public chartering 
agencies, and other government entities; and to individuals, through relationships 
with students and parents. In this report, we focus on external accountability. 

A key entity involved in holding charter schools accountable is the authorized 
public chartering agency. Forty states and the District of Columbia have charter 
school laws and each allows different agencies to grant school charters. Agencies 
authorized under state laws to grant school charters include 

• local boards of education or school districts, 

• state boards of education, 

• state boards for charter schools, 

• chief state school officers, 

• independent school boards, 

• intermediate school districts, 

• county and municipal governments, 

• vocational-technical school districts, 

• public colleges and universities, 

• community colleges, and 

• private colleges and universities. 

In some states, only local boards of education or school districts may charter 
schools, while in others, only the state board of education or chief state school officer 
may grant charters. In other states, the state board of education can approve a charter 
on appeal of a decision by a local board or district. In about a quarter of states, 
multiple agencies may grant school charters, while in some others, interdependent 
approval is required, usually by both the local and state boards of education . 2 

Characteristics such as the number and type of public chartering agencies in a 
particular state are significant in the application of school accountability. According 
to the U.S. Department of Education’s (ED) Evaluation of the Public Charter 
Schools Program , the administration of accountability requirements appears to 
depend partially on the size of the chartering agency. The study reports that, in 
general, where the chartering agency is a larger, non-local agency responsible for all 
or multiple charter schools — particularly state agencies — there is evidence of a 
sound capacity to monitor accountability . 3 In Massachusetts, for example, the state 
Board of Education is the sole chartering agency and also is the agency responsible 
for enforcing accountability requirements . 4 This is held to simplify the accountability 



2 U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Under Secretary, Evaluation of the Public 
Charter Schools Program: Year One Evaluation Report , by Lee Anderson et al., SRI 
International, Dec. 2000, Exhibit L-l, p. 111. (Hereafter cited as ED, Evaluation of the 
Public Charter Schools Program.) 

3 Ibid., pp. 52-54. 

4 Massachusetts has two types of charter schools — Commonwealth charter schools and 
Horace Mann charter schools. Horace Mann charter schools first must be approved by a 
local school committee, but both types of schools receive their charter from the state Board 
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